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1
IMAGE PICKUP APPARATUS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This is a National Stage of International Application No.
PCT/IP2012/001280, filed Feb. 24, 2012, claiming priority
from Japanese Patent Application No. 2011-050114, filed
Mar. 8, 2011, the contents of all of which are incorporated
herein by reference in their entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to an image pickup apparatus
and more specifically to an image pickup apparatus including
a plurality of image pickup units.

BACKGROUND ART

Imaging of a subject from a plurality of different view-
points is being performed in various technological fields.
Examples include stereo cameras, which images a subject
from left-eye and right-eye viewpoints and generate a three-
dimensional picture from the left-eye-viewpoint and right-
eye-viewpoint images, and twin-lens stereoscopic, elec-
tronic, three-dimensional image pickup apparatuses. The
“twin-lens stereoscopic” refers to a technology for measuring
the position or the like of a mobile object, such as a vehicle,
robot, or animal, and is a technique by which such as the
distance from the image pickup apparatus to the mobile
object is obtained from a picture obtained by imaging the
mobile object from different angles using a plurality of image
pickup units included in the image pickup apparatus and from
a parameter, such as the focal length of the lens of each image
pickup unit or the distance between the image pickup units,
according to the principle of triangulation.

Image pickup apparatuses as described above are required
to synchronize the timings at which the image pickup units
start exposures. For example, in an image pickup apparatus
disclosed in Patent Literature 1, as shown in FIG. 10, a sensor
drive signal generation unit 34 generates a sensor drive signal
and outputs it to a first CCD image pickup unit 12 and a
second CCD image pickup unit 22 to cause the two image
pickup units to perform exposures simultaneously. Note that
FIG. 10 is generated by changing the reference signs of FIG.
1 of Patent Literature 1.

An image pickup apparatus disclosed in Patent Literature 2
also synchronizes the timings at which two image pickup
units start exposures, by providing an exposure start timing
signal provided to one image pickup unit, as well as to the
other image pickup unit.

In the following description, a control signal for causing an
image pickup unit to start an exposure, such as the sensor
drive signal or exposure start timing signal, will be referred to
as an exposure start signal.

CITATION LIST

Patent Literature

[Patent Literature 1] Japanese Unexamined Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2007-28236

[Patent Literature 2] Japanese Unexamined Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2000-341719

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2
SUMMARY OF INVENTION

Technical Problem

If a plurality of image pickup units included in an image
pickup apparatus receive the same exposure start signal, the
image pickup units may be able to start exposures simulta-
neously after the same length of time.

However, the plurality of image pickup units included in
the single image pickup apparatus are not necessarily the
same image pickup units. For example, to reduce cost, high-
functionality and low-functionality image pickup units may
be used as one and the other image pickup units. Further,
chips manufactured by different manufacturers may be used
as chips corresponding to the plurality of image pickup units
used in the single image pickup apparatus.

In these cases, the time taken from the reception of an
exposure start signal to the start of an exposure most likely
varies between the image pickup units. For this reason, even
if the plurality of image pickup units receive the same expo-
sure start signal, they may start exposures at different timings.

Solution to Problem

A first exemplary aspect of the present invention is a image
pickup apparatus. The image pickup apparatus includes a first
image pickup unit, a second image pickup unit, and a first
control unit.

The first image pickup unit repeats an exposure and output
of'an image signal obtained through the exposure to obtain a
first picture signal and outputs the first picture signal.

The second image pickup unit repeats an exposure and
output of an image signal obtained through the exposure to
obtain a second picture signal and outputs the second picture
signal.

The first control unit controls the timing at which the first
image pickup unit or the second image pickup unit starts an
exposure. In particular, in the case of controlling the timing at
which the second image pickup unit starts an exposure, the
first control unit subtracts a first difference from exposure-
output time of the first image pickup unit to obtain a second
difference, and outputs a first control signal for delaying the
timing at which the second image pickup unit starts an expo-
sure, by a value obtained by subtracting the second difference
from an exposure interval. In the case of controlling the
timing at which the first image pickup unit starts an exposure,
the first control unit outputs a first control signal for delaying
the timing at which the first image pickup unit starts an
exposure, by the second difference.

The exposure-output time is a time lag between when each
of' the first and second image pickup units starts an exposure
and when the image pickup unit starts outputting an image
signal obtained through the exposure.

The first difference is a difference between the timing at
which the first image pickup unit started outputting a prede-
termined image signal and the timing at which the second
image pickup unit started an exposure for obtaining an image
signal that the second image pickup unit outputted immedi-
ately after the first image pickup unit started outputting the
predetermined image signal.

The implementation of the image pickup apparatus accord-
ing to the above exemplary aspect as any of a method and a
system are also effective as other aspects of the present inven-
tion.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

According to the technology of the present invention, even
if a plurality of image pickup units included in an image
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pickup apparatus have different functionalities, it is possible
to synchronize the timings at which they start exposures.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram showing an image pickup apparatus
according to a first embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 1 in a
case in which a first control unit does not perform control.

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
the signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 1 in
a case in which the first control unit performs control.

FIG. 4 is a diagram showing an image pickup apparatus
according to a second embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 5 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 4.

FIG. 6 is a diagram showing an image pickup apparatus
according to a third embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 7 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 6 in a
case in which none of first and second control units of a
second image pickup unit performs control.

FIG. 8 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
the signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 6 in
a case in which the first control unit of the second image
pickup unit performs control and in which the second control
unit thereof does not perform control.

FIG. 9 is a diagram showing an example of the timings of
the signals in the image pickup apparatus shown in FIG. 6 in
a case in which both the first and second control units of the
second image pickup unit perform control; and

FIG. 10 is a diagram showing a related-art example.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

Now, embodiments of the present invention will be
described with reference to the drawings. For the sake of
clarity, the description below and the drawings are subjected
to omissions and simplification as appropriate. In the draw-
ings, the same components are given the same reference signs
and therefore repeated description thereof will be omitted as
appropriate.
<First Embodiment>

FIG. 1 shows an image pickup apparatus 100 according to
afirstembodiment of the present invention. The image pickup
apparatus 100 includes a first image pickup unit 110, a second
image pickup unit 150, and a display unit 190. The first image
pickup unit 110 and the second image pickup unit 150 receive
the same exposure start signal ST. The exposure start signal
ST is outputted, for example, by depressing an imaging start
button (not shown) provided on the image pickup apparatus
100.

Upon receipt of the exposure start signal ST, the first image
pickup unit 110 starts imaging and thus obtains a first picture
signal VA, and outputs it to the display unit 190.

Upon receipt of the exposure start signal ST, the second
image pickup unit 150 starts imaging and obtains a second
picture signal VB through the imaging, and outputs the sec-
ond image signal VB to the display unit 190.

Using the first picture signal VA outputted from the first
image pickup unit 110 and the second picture signal VB
outputted from the second image pickup unit 150, the display
unit 190 generates and displays a three-dimensional picture.

The first image pickup unit 110 and the second image
pickup unit 150 will be described in detail.
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The first image pickup unit 110 includes an image sensor
module 120 and an analysis unit 130. In response to the
exposure start signal ST, the first image pickup unit 110 starts
the first exposure and obtains an image signal A21 through the
first exposure, and outputs it. Subsequently, the first image
pickup unit 110 repeats an exposure and output of an image
signal obtained through the exposure. In this way, the first
image pickup unit 110 outputs sequentially image signals
(A21, A22, etc.) forming the first picture signal VA to the
display unit 190.

The time between when the first image pickup unit 110
starts an exposure and when it outputs an image signal
obtained through the exposure (A21, A22, etc.) is referred to
as “exposure-output time.” The “exposure-output time” var-
ies according to a specification, such as a process performed
in the image pickup unit, and therefore may vary between the
image pickup units. Hereafter, the exposure-output time of
the first image pickup unit 110 will be represented by “AA.”

The image sensor module 120 is similar to a typical type of
image sensor module and includes a lens 122, an imaging
element 124, and an adjustment unit 126. After the exposure
starts, the imaging element 124 sequentially photoelectrically
converts optical signals from the lens 122 into a plurality of
image signals A11, A12, etc. ata predetermined sampling rate
(exposure rate) and outputs the image signals to the adjust-
ment unit 126.

The adjustment unit 126 adjusts the gain of the image
signals Al11, A12, etc. from the imaging element 124 and
outputs resulting image signals A21, A22, etc. to the analysis
unit 130.

The analysis unit 130 performs analysis by performing
image processing on the image signals A21, A22, etc. from
the image sensor module 120 and feeds back exposure infor-
mation FA corresponding to an analysis result, to the image
sensor module 120. The analysis unit 130 also sequentially
outputs the image signals A21, A22, etc. together with a
synchronization signal SA to the display unit 190.

The exposure information FA fed back to the image sensor
module 120 by the analysis unit 130 includes information,
such as shutter speed or gain, and is used, for example, to
control an exposure so that imaging can be performed with
optimum luminance. This function of the analysis unit 130 is
called “auto exposure” and provided in a typical type of
image pickup unit.

The second image pickup unit 150 includes an image sen-
sor module 160 and an analysis unit 170. The image sensor
module 160 includes a lens 162, an imaging element 164, and
an adjustment unit 166.

The function blocks of the second image pickup unit 150
perform operations similar to those of the corresponding
function blocks of the first image pickup unit 110 except that
the analysis unit 170 differs from the analysis unit 130 of the
first image pickup unit 110 and that the second image pickup
unit 150 receives the synchronization signal SA that the first
image pickup unit 110 outputs at which outputting the first
picture signal VA. Specifically, the second image pickup unit
150 starts the first exposure in response to the exposure start
signal ST and outputs an image signal B21 obtained through
the first exposure. Subsequently, the second image pickup
unit 150 repeats an exposure and output of an image signal
obtained through the exposure. In this way, the second image
pickup unit 150 sequentially outputs image signals (B21,
B22, etc.) forming the second picture signal VB to the display
unit 190. The second image pickup unit 150 outputs a syn-
chronization signal SB along with the picture signals B21,
B22, etc.



US 9,088,725 B2

5

The first image pickup unit 110 and the second image
pickup unit 150 have the same exposure rate (sampling rate).
Similarly, the first picture signal VA and the second picture
signal VB have the same frame rate. In the present embodi-
ment, it is assumed that the exposure-output time of the sec-
ond image pickup unit 150 (hereafter referred to as AB) is
similar to the exposure-output time of the first image pickup
unit 110, 4A.

The analysis unit 170 includes a first control unit 172.
Except for the function of the first control unit 172, the analy-
sis unit 170 performs an operation similar to that of a typical
type of image pickup unit. Specifically, the analysis unit 170
performs analysis by performing image processing on the
picture signals B21, B22, etc. from the image sensor module
160 and feeds back exposure information FB to the image
sensor module 160. It also sequentially outputs the image
signals B21, B22, etc. to the display unit 190 in accordance
with the synchronization signal SB. As with the exposure
information FA, the exposure information FB fed back to the
image sensor module 160 by the analysis unit 170 is infor-
mation for controlling an exposure so that imaging can be
performed with optimum luminance, such as shutter speed or
gain for “auto exposure.”

In the present embodiment, the analysis unit 170 also
incorporates information indicating the amount by which the
exposure start timing should be delayed, into the exposure
information FB in accordance with a first control signal
CTR1 discussed below and outputs the resulting exposure
information FB to the image sensor module 160. Note that
when the first control signal CTR1 indicates a value “0,” the
analysis unit 170 performs an operation similar to that of an
analysis unit included in a typical type of image pickup unit.

The first control unit 172 will be described in detail. First,
referring to FIG. 2, a first difference Atl and a second differ-
ence At2 used in the following description will be described.
Note that FIG. 2 is an example in which the first control unit
172 does not perform control.

The upper part of FIG. 2 shows an example of the timing
relationship among the exposure start signal ST, exposures
performed by the image sensor module 120, capture of the
image signals (image signals A21, A22, etc.) and image pro-
cessing for analysis by the analysis unit 130, and the synchro-
nization signal SA in the first image pickup unit 110. Each
parallelogram below the exposure start signal ST represents a
single exposure; the upper-left vertex thereof represents the
timing at which the exposure starts; and the lower-right vertex
thereof represents the timing at which the exposure com-
pletes. Each hexagon represents a single time of capture by
the analysis unit 130; the left vertex thereof represents the
timing at which the capture starts; and the right vertex thereof
represents the timing at which the capture completes. Each
rectangle represents a single time of image processing per-
formed by the analysis unit 130; the left side thereof repre-
sents the timing at which the image processing starts; and the
right side thereof represents the timing at which the image
processing completes. The numbers in the diagram represent
the chronological order. For example, the analysis unit 130
receives an image signal obtained through the first exposure
at the first capture, performs the first image processing on the
image signal, and outputs the resulting image signal in syn-
chronization with a pulse indicated by “1” of the synchroni-
zation signal SA.

The interval between two consecutive exposures per-
formed by the first image pickup unit 110 (hereafter referred
to as exposure interval) is represented by “T.”

The lower part of FIG. 2 shows an example of the timing
relationship among the exposure start signal ST, exposures
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performed by the image sensor module 160, capture of the
image signals (image signals B21, B22, etc.) and image pro-
cessing for analysis by the analysis unit 170, and the synchro-
nization signal SB in the second image pickup unit 150. The
meanings of the figures, such as the parallelograms, hexa-
gons, and rectangles, and the numbers are as described above.
Since the first image pickup unit 110 and the second image
pickup unit 150 have the same exposure rate, the exposure
interval of the second image pickup unit 150 is also “T.”

As used in the present specification, the first difference Atl
refers to the difference between the timing at which the image
pickup apparatus 100 starts outputting a predetermined image
signal and the timing at which the second image pickup unit
150 starts an exposure for obtaining an image signal that the
second image pickup unit 150 outputs immediately after the
first image pickup unit 110 starts outputting the predeter-
mined image signal.

In the present embodiment, the first image signal is used as
the “predetermined image signal.” That is, in the present
embodiment, the first difference Atl refers to the difference
between the timing at which the first image pickup unit 110
starts outputting the first image signal and the timing at which
the second image pickup unit 150 starts an exposure for
obtaining an image signal that the second image pickup unit
150 outputs immediately after the first image pickup unit 110
outputs the first image signal.

In the example shown in FIG. 2, the image signal that the
second image pickup unit 150 starts outputting immediately
after the first image pickup unit 110 outputs the first image
signal (image signal A21) is also the first image signal (image
signal B21). Accordingly, the first difference Atl is the dif-
ference between the timing at which output of the image
signal A21 is started and the timing at which the exposure for
obtaining the image signal B21 is started.

As described above, in the present embodiment, the syn-
chronization signal SA is also inputted to the second image
pickup unit 150. In the second image pickup unit 150, the first
control unit 172 of the analysis unit 170 obtains the timing at
which the first image pickup unit 110 starts outputting the first
image signal (image signal A21), on the basis of the synchro-
nization signal SA and then calculates the difference between
the timing obtained and the timing at which the second image
pickup unit 150 starts an exposure for obtaining the first
image signal (image signal B21). Thus, the first control unit
172 obtains the first difference Atl.

The first control unit 172 then subtracts the first difference
Atl from the exposure-output time AA of the first image
pickup unit 110 to obtain the difference At2 and further sub-
tracts the second difference At2 from the exposure interval T
to obtain a value “T-At2”” The value “T-At2” serves as the first
control signal CTR1 indicating the amount by which the
second image pickup unit 150 should delay the timing at
which it starts the subsequent exposure. Note that in the
present embodiment, the first control unit 172 previously
holds the value of the exposure-output time AA of the first
image pickup unit 110.

The analysis unit 170 of the second image pickup unit 150
incorporates the amount of delay (“T-At2”) indicated by the
first control signal CTR1 into the exposure information FB
and feeds back the resulting exposure information FB to the
image sensor module 160.

Since the image sensor module 160 has already started the
second exposure when the first control unit 172 obtains the
first control signal CTR1 indicating the value “T-At2.” the
image sensor module 160 delays the third exposure.

Thus, FIG. 2 becomes a timing chart as shown in FIG. 3.
Since the image sensor module 160 delays the start of the
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third exposure by “T-A2, ” the start timings of the third and
later exposures (third, fourth, etc.) by the second image
pickup unit 150 are the same as the start timings of the fourth
and later exposures (fourth, fifth, etc.) by the first image
pickup unit 110, respectively.

As described above, in the present embodiment, the expo-
sure-output time AA of the first image pickup unit 110 is equal
to the exposure-output time AB of the second image pickup
unit 150. Accordingly, if the start timing of the fourth expo-
sure by the first image pickup unit 110 is the same as the start
timing of the third exposure by the second image pickup unit
150, the fourth image signal obtained by the first image
pickup unit 110 and the third image signal obtained by the
second image pickup unit 150 are outputted at the same
timing. The same applies to image signals obtained through
later exposures.

As seen above, the image pickup apparatus 100 according
to the present embodiment can synchronize the timings at
which the two image pickup units start exposures.

Further, if the two image pickup units have the same expo-
sure-output time, the timings at which the two image pickup
units output image signals are synchronized.
<Second Embodiment>

The image pickup apparatus 100 according to the first
embodiment synchronizes the timings at which the first
image pickup unit 110 and the second image pickup unit 150
start exposures, by delaying the timing at which the second
image pickup unit 150 starts an exposure, by “T-At2.”” Alter-
natively, the timings at which the first image pickup unit 110
and the second image pickup unit 150 start exposures may be
synchronized by delaying the timing at which the first image
pickup unit 110 starts an exposure. This will be described
using an image pickup apparatus 200 according to a second
embodiment shown in FIG. 4.

The image pickup apparatus 200 shown in FIG. 4 is similar
to the image pickup apparatus 100 shown in FIG. 1 except that
analysis units 132 and 174 included in the first image pickup
unit 110 and the second image pickup unit 150 differ from the
analysis units 130 and 170 shown in FIG. 1, respectively.

In the present embodiment, the analysis unit 132 receives
the first control signal CTR1 from the second image pickup
unit 150, specifically, from the first control unit 176 of the
analysis unit 174. The analysis unit 132 incorporates infor-
mation indicating the amount by which the exposure start
timing should be delayed, into the exposure information FA
in accordance with the first control signal CTR1 and outputs
the resulting exposure information FA to the image sensor
module 120. Note that when the first control signal CTR1
indicates a value “0,” the analysis unit 132 operates as an
analysis unit included in a typical type of image pickup unit
operates.

A first control unit 176 included in the analysis unit 174 of
the second image pickup unit 150 outputs the first control
signal CTR1 to the analysis unit 132 of the first image pickup
unit 110. This first control signal CTR1 differs from the first
control signal CTR1 in the first image pickup unit 110. Fur-
ther, the exposure information FB fed back to the image
sensor module 160 by the analysis unit 174 does not include
information on the first control signal CTR1.

Hereafter, the first control signal CTR1 outputted by the
first control unit 176 of the analysis unit 174 will be
described. It is assumed that where the first control unit 176
does not perform control, the timings ofthe signals are similar
to those in the example shown in FIG. 2.

In the present embodiment, the first control unit 176 pre-
viously holds the value of the exposure-output time AA of the
first image pickup unit 110 and subtracts the first difference
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Atl from the exposure-output time AA to obtain the differ-
ence At2. The first control unit 176 then outputs the difference
At2 to the analysis unit 132 of the first image pickup unit 110.

The analysis unit 132 of the first image pickup unit 110
incorporates the amount of delay (in this case, the difference
At2) indicated by the first control signal CTR1 into the expo-
sure information FA and feeds back the resulting exposure
information FA back to the image sensor module 120.

Since the first image pickup unit 110 has already started the
second exposure when the first control unit 176 obtains the
first control signal CTR1 indicating the difference At2, the
first image pickup unit 110 delays the third exposure.

Thus, FIG. 2 becomes a timing chart as shown in FIG. 5.
Since the image sensor module 120 delays the start of the
third exposure by the difference At2, the start timings of the
third and later exposures (third, fourth, etc.) by the first image
pickup unit 110 are the same as the start timings of the third
and later exposures (third, fourth, etc.) by the second image
pickup unit 150, respectively.

The exposure-output time AA of the first image pickup unit
110 is equal to the exposure-output time AB of the second
image pickup unit 150. Accordingly, if the first image pickup
unit 110 and the second image pickup unit 150 start the
respective third and later exposures at the same timings, these
image pickup units output the respective third and later image
signals at the same timings.

As seen above, the image pickup apparatus 200 according
to the present embodiment can produce effects similar to
those of the image pickup apparatus 100 according to the first
embodiment.
<Third Embodiment>

To perform imaging using two image pickup units and
obtain a correct three-dimensional picture, it is necessary to
synchronize the timings at which the two image pickup units
start respective exposures, as well as to synchronize the tim-
ings at which the two image pickup units output respective
image signals.

For the image pickup apparatuses 100 and 200, if the two
image pickup units (the first image pickup unit 110 and the
second image pickup unit 150) have the same exposure-out-
put time (AA, AB), it is possible to synchronize the timings at
which the two image pickup units start exposures, as well as
to synchronize the timings at which the two image pickup
units output image signals. However, if the exposure-output
time varies between the two image pickup units, it is not
possible to obtain a correct three-dimensional picture by only
synchronizing the timings at which the two image pickup
units start exposures.

On the other hand, even when the exposure-output time
varies between the two image pickup units (the first image
pickup unit 110 and a second image pickup unit 250), an
image pickup apparatus 300 shown in FIG. 6 can synchronize
the timings at which the two image pickup units start expo-
sures, as well as can synchronize the timings at which the two
image pickup units output image signals. A specific example
in which the exposure-output time AA of the first image
pickup unit 110 is shorter than the exposure-output time AB
of the second image pickup unit 250 will be described.

As shown in FIG. 6, the image pickup apparatus 300
according to the third embodiment of the present invention
includes the first image pickup unit 110, the second image
pickup unit 250, a delay unit 280, and the display unit 190.

The image pickup apparatus 300 is similar to the image
pickup apparatus 200 according to the second embodiment
except that the delay unit 280 is provided between the first
image pickup unit 110 and the display unit 190, that the
exposure-output time AA of the first image pickup unit 110 is
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shorter than the exposure-output time AB of the second image
pickup unit 250, and that the analysis unit 270 further
includes a second control unit 274.

Hereafter, the delay unit 280, and the second control unit
274 included in the analysis unit 270 of the second image
pickup unit 250 will be described. The other function blocks
are similar to the corresponding function blocks of the image
pickup apparatus 200 and therefore will not be described.

The delay unit 280 delays an image signal and a synchro-
nization signal from the first image pickup unit 110 by the
amount of delay indicated by a second control signal CTR2
from the second image pickup unit 250. Accordingly, if the
amount of delay indicated by the second control signal CTR2
is “0,” the image signal and the synchronization signal out-
putted by the first image pickup unit 110 are similar to an
image signal and a synchronization signal outputted to the
display unit 190 by the delay unit 280.

First, referring to FIG. 7, there will be described the tim-
ings of the signals in a case in which the first control unit 176
does not control the timing at which the first image pickup
unit 110 starts an exposure and in which the second control
unit 274 does not control the delay unit 280. Then, the second
control unit 274 will be described. In this case, the respective
values indicated by the first control signal CTR1 and the
second control signal CTR2 are always “0.”

FIG. 7 corresponds to FIG. 2, which is referred to when
describing the first and second embodiments. As shown in
FIG. 7, the respective timings at which the first image pickup
unit 110 and the second image pickup unit 250 start exposures
are not synchronized. The respective timings at which the
delay unit 280 and the second image pickup unit 250 output
image signals to the display unit 190 are not synchronized,
either. Further, the exposure-output time AB of the second
image pickup unit 250 is longer than the exposure-output time
AA of the first image pickup unit 110.

FIG. 8 corresponds to FIG. 5, which is referred to when
describing the second embodiment, and is a diagram showing
the timings of the signals in a case in which the first control
unit 176 controls the timing at which the first image pickup
unit 110 starts an exposure and in which the second control
unit 274 does not control the delay unit 280 (the second
control signal CTR2 is always “07).

In this case, due to the first control signal CTR1 outputted
by the first control unit 176 and indicating the difference At2,
the start timings of the third and later exposures (third, fourth,
etc.) by the first image pickup unit 110 are the same as the start
timings of the third and later exposures (third, fourth, etc.) by
the second image pickup unit 150, respectively.

However, the exposure-output time AA of the first image
pickup unit 110 is shorter than the exposure-output time AB
of'the second image pickup unit 250. Accordingly, even if the
timings at which the first image pickup unit 110 starts the
exposures are the same as the timings at which the second
image pickup unit 250 starts the exposures, the timings at
which the first image pickup unit 110 outputs image signals to
the display unit 190 via the delay unit 280 after performing
the exposures are earlier than the timings at which the second
image pickup unit 250 outputs image signals obtained by
starting the exposures at the same timings, to the display unit
190, respectively. The difference between these output tim-
ings is represented by a third difference At3 in FIG. 8.

In the image taking apparatus 300, the second control unit
274 of the analysis unit 270 calculates the third difference At3
after the first control unit 176 adjusts the exposure start tim-
ing. Specifically, based on the synchronization signal SA, the
second control unit 274 calculates the difference between the
timing at which the first image pickup unit 110 starts output-
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ting a predetermined image signal and the timing at which the
second image pickup unit 250 starts outputting an image
signal immediately after the first image pickup unit 110 starts
outputting the predetermined image signal. The second con-
trol unit 274 then outputs, to the delay unit 280, the second
control signal CTR2 indicating the amount of delay corre-
sponding to this difference, that is, the third difference At3.

The “predetermined image signal” whose output timing
the second control unit 274 uses in the calculation of the third
difference At3 may be any of image signals obtained by the
first image pickup unit 110 through exposures after the first
controlunit 176 adjusts the exposure start timing. However, to
synchronize the output timings earlier, a preferred predeter-
mined image signal is an image signal obtained through an
earlier exposure.

In the example shown in FIG. 8, the earliest exposure
performed by the first image pickup unit 110 after the first
control unit 176 adjusts the timing at which the first image
pickup unit 110 starts an exposure is the third exposure after
the first image pickup unit 110 receives the exposure start
signal ST. The image signal that the second image pickup unit
250 starts outputting immediately after the first image pickup
unit 110 starts outputting an image signal obtained through
the above exposure is an image signal obtained through the
third exposure performed by the second image pickup unit
250.

Accordingly, the second control unit 274 calculates, as the
third difference At3, the difference between the timing at
which the first image pickup unit 110 starts outputting the
image signal obtained through the third exposure thereof and
the timing at which the second image pickup unit 250 starts
outputting the image signal obtained through the third expo-
sure thereof. The second control unit 274 then outputs the
second control signal CTR2 indicating the third difference
At3 to the delay unit 280.

When the delay unit 280 receives the second control signal
CTR2, it delays the timing at which the output of an image
signal (an image signal obtained through the fourth exposure)
to be outputted to the display unit 190 next is started, by the
third difference At3. Thus, the timings of the signals become
those as shown in FIG. 9.

As shown in FIG. 9, the first image pickup unit 110 delays
the timing at which it starts outputting an image signal
obtained through the fourth exposure thereof to the display
unit 190, by the third difference At3. As a result, starting with
this image signal, respective image signals obtained through
exposures performed by the first image pickup unit 110 and
the second image pickup unit 250 are synchronized and input-
ted to the display unit 190.

As seen above, even when the exposure-output time varies
between the first image pickup unit 110 and the second image
pickup unit 250, the image pickup apparatus 300 according to
the present embodiment can synchronize the timings at which
the two image pickup units start exposures, as well as can
synchronize the timings at which the two image pickup units
output image signals.

The present invention has been described based on the
embodiments. The embodiments are only illustrative, and
various changes, additions, or deletions may be made thereto
without departing from the spirit of the present invention. It
will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that any modi-
fications resulting from a change, addition, or deletion fall
within the scope of the invention.

For example, while the image pickup apparatuses includ-
ing two image pickup units have been described as the
embodiments, the present invention is also applicable to
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image pickup apparatuses including more than two image
pickup units, as a matter of course.

In the image taking apparatus 300 according to the third
embodiment, the delay unit 280 is provided outside the image
pickup unit having the shorter exposure-output time (first
image pickup unit 110). Alternatively, a function block serv-
ing as the delay unit 280 may be provided in the image pickup
unit having the shorter exposure-output time if the image
pickup unit can accommodate such a function block, or the
function of the delay unit 280 maybe added to an existing
function block (for example, analysis unit 130) of the image
pickup unit.

While the image pickup apparatus 300 uses the method
used by the image pickup apparatus 200 according to the
second embodiment as the method for adjusting the timings at
which the first image pickup unit 110 and the second image
pickup unit 250 start exposures, it may use the method used
by the image pickup apparatus 100 according to the first
embodiment.

While the exposure start timing and the image signal output
timing are each adjusted only once in the embodiments, these
timings may be adjusted a plurality of times. Where these
adjustments are made a plurality of times, they may be made
at predetermined intervals.

The present application claims priority based on Japanese
Unexamined Patent Application No. 2011-050114, filed on
Mar. 8, 2011, the disclosure of which is incorporated herein in
its entirety.
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The invention claimed is:

1. An image pickup apparatus comprising:

a first image pickup unit that repeats an exposure and
output of an image signal obtained through the exposure
to obtain a first picture signal and outputs the first picture
signal;

a second image pickup unit that repeats an exposure and
output of an image signal obtained through the exposure
to obtain a second picture signal and outputs the second
picture signal; and

a first control unit that controls the timing at which the first
image pickup unit or the second image pickup unit starts
an exposure,

wherein

the first control unit subtracts a first difference from an
exposure-output time of the first image pickup unit to
obtain a second difference, and outputs a first control
signal,

the first control signal delaying one of i) the timing at which
the second image pickup unit starts an exposure, by a
value obtained by subtracting the second difference
from an exposure interval, and ii) the timing at which the
first image pickup unit starts an exposure, by the second
difference,

the exposure-output time being a time lag between when
each of the first and second image pickup units starts an
exposure and when the image pickup unit starts output-
ting an image signal obtained through the exposure,

the first difference being a difference between the timing
when the first image pickup unit started outputting a
predetermined image signal and the timing when the
second image pickup unit started an exposure for obtain-
ing an image signal that the second image pickup unit
outputted immediately after the first image pickup unit
started outputting the predetermined image signal.

2. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 1,

wherein

the first control unit obtains the timing at which the first
image pickup unit started outputting the predetermined
image signal, on the basis of a first synchronization
signal in synchronization with which the first image
pickup unit outputs an image signal.

3. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 2,

wherein

the first control unit is disposed on the same chip as a chip
on which the second image pickup unit is disposed.

4. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 3,

wherein

the first control unit is disposed on the same chip as a chip
on which the second image pickup unit is disposed.

5. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 1, fur-
ther comprising a second control unit that controls the timing
when one image pickup unit, which is the first or second
image pickup unit having the shorter exposure-output time,
outputs an image signal included in a picture signal,

wherein the second control unit calculates a third differ-
ence, the third difference being a difference between the
timing at which the one image pickup unit started out-
putting a predetermined image signal included in the
picture signal and the timing at which the other image
pickup unit started outputting an image signal, included
in an picture signal, immediately after the predeter-
mined image signal, and outputs a second control signal
for delaying the timing at which the one image pickup
unit starts outputting an image signal subsequent to the
predetermined image signal included in the picture sig-
nal, by the third difference.
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6. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 2, fur-
ther comprising a second control unit that controls the timing
when one image pickup unit, which is the first or second
image pickup unit having the shorter exposure-output time,
outputs an image signal included in a picture signal,

wherein the second control unit calculates a third differ-

ence, the third difference being a difference between the
timing at which the one image pickup unit started out-
putting a predetermined image signal included in the
picture signal and the timing at which the other image
pickup unit started outputting an image signal, included
in an picture signal, immediately after the predeter-
mined image signal, and outputs a second control signal
for delaying the timing at which the one image pickup
unit starts outputting an image signal subsequent to the
predetermined image signal included in the picture sig-
nal, by the third difference.

7. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 3, fur-
ther comprising a second control unit that controls the timing
when one image pickup unit, which is the first or second
image pickup unit having the shorter exposure-output time,
outputs an image signal included in a picture signal,

wherein the second control unit calculates a third differ-

ence, the third difference being a difference between the
timing at which the one image pickup unit started out-
putting a predetermined image signal included in the
picture signal and the timing at which the other image
pickup unit started outputting an image signal, included
in an picture signal, immediately after the predeter-
mined image signal, and outputs a second control signal
for delaying the timing at which the one image pickup
unit starts outputting an image signal subsequent to the
predetermined image signal included in the picture sig-
nal, by the third difference.

8. The image pickup apparatus according to claim 4, fur-
ther comprising a second control unit that controls the timing
when one image pickup unit, which is the first or second
image pickup unit having the shorter exposure-output time,
outputs an image signal included in a picture signal,

wherein the second control unit calculates a third differ-

ence, the third difference being a difference between the
timing at which the one image pickup unit started out-
putting a predetermined image signal included in the
picture signal and the timing at which the other image
pickup unit started outputting an image signal, included
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in an picture signal, immediately after the predeter-
mined image signal, and outputs a second control signal
for delaying the timing at which the one image pickup
unit starts outputting an image signal subsequent to the
predetermined image signal included in the picture sig-
nal, by the third difference.

9. An image pickup apparatus comprising:

a first image pickup unit configured to output a first image
signal according to a first exposure of the first image
pickup unit;

a second image pickup unit configured to output a second
image signal according to a second exposure of the
second image pickup unit;

a first control unit configured to control the timing at which
the first image pickup unit starts the first exposure or the
second image pickup unit starts the second exposure, to
subtract a first difference from an exposure-output time
of the first image pickup unit to obtain a second differ-
ence, and output a first control signal,

wherein when the first control unit controls the timing at
which the second image pickup unit starts the second
exposure, the first control signal delays the timing at
which the second image pickup unit starts the second
exposure, by a value obtained by subtracting the second
difference from an exposure interval between a start of
the first exposure and a start of a next exposure of the first
image pickup unit,

wherein when the first control unit controls the timing at
which the first image pickup unit starts the first expo-
sure, the first control signal delays the timing at which
the first image pickup unit starts the first exposure, by the
second difference,

the exposure-output time being a time lag between when
the first image pickup unit starts an exposure and when
the first image pickup unit starts outputting the first
image signal obtained through the first exposure,

the first difference being a difference between the timing
when the first image pickup unit starts outputting the
first image signal and the timing when the second image
pickup unit starts the second exposure for obtaining the
second image signal, which is outputted immediately
after the first image pickup unit starts outputting the first
image signal.
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